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parties. I grew up in a traditional half-Puerto-Rican-half-
Dominican family, and I spent many summer days in the 
Bronx, playing dominoes with my Biti (my nickname for my 
great-grandmother). Between domino games, she would 
turn to the stove and dip ladles full of delicious batter into 
amber colored boiling oil. Then, after about three minutes, 
she would turn them, press them into the oil, and remove 
them from the cauldron-like pot. She would drain them on 
paper towels, wrap the biggest one in a napkin, and give it 
to me with her finger pressed to her lips as though it were a 
secret. We called the fritters she made “bacalaitos” or “little 
cod fritters” in English. This dish was always my family’s 
favorite appetizer before parties; we could eat them by 
the plateful. The reason why this dish conveys a sense of 
culture to my family is because our family doesn’t actually 
know the true recipe to make them. My Biti is in her nineties 
now, and she still just adds a dash of this, a sprinkle of that, 
a mugful of this, a pinch of that until the batter is just right. 
I have helped my Biti make them many times, and she 
still says to me “No lo haces asi” (Don’t do it like that) and 
whisks the bowl right out of my hands. This is the beauty 
of the bacalaitos. Years from now, when my Biti will have 
unfortunately passed on, so will the iconic bacalaitos. It is 
an irreplaceable part of my cultural heritage, the memory of 
which I will carry with me well into the future. 
Let’s take a step back. Vegetarianism, or more specifically 
pure eating, was never this complicated. My grandma, who 
grew up in a rural village in India, recalls the days when she 
would go to the market, find a variety of produce available, 
and after bartering, exchange her handful of grains for the 
commodity. Nowadays, it takes me an average 2.5 minutes 
to read the ingredients on everything I buy to distinguish 
any meat or egg products from the list of artificial flavorings. 
Additionally, I can almost never be sure where these 
ingredients come from, less likely how they are made; 
whereas with my grandmother, all she had to do was ask  
the merchants. 
Nevertheless, as hopeless as Vegetarianism and pure 
eating may seem in today’s world, it is possible. The longer 
I remain attached to these beliefs, the stronger my mind, 
body, and soul become. I encourage others who want to feel 
cleaner and purer to let go of the Dorito Effect that ruins our 
modern eating habits. Let go of the fake tastes and, instead, 
experience real and natural foods. In this way, you can strive 
for a satisfied and simpler lifestyle. 
ARIANNA PINEIRO
A scene that stood out to me as a reader of Stealing 
Buddha’s Dinner had to do with the preparations that Bich’s 
family made for Tet. The most vivid image I gathered from 
the book was that of Bich’s grandmother painstakingly 
making banh chung, (the green sticky rice cakes) for Tet. 
This reminds me of a very commonplace occurrence in 
my childhood; that of my great grandmother cooking for 
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